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Spending and Cutting are Two Different Worlds:

Experimental Evidence from Danish Local Councils

ABSTRACT

This article investigates politicians’ preferences for cutting and spending. The research questions
are where do politicians prefer to cut, where do they prefer to spend, and how is this influenced by
political ideology? These questions are investigated in a large-scale survey experiment fielded to
Danish local councillors, who are randomly assigned to a decision-making situation, where the
block grant provided to their municipality is either increased or reduced. The results show, that the
politicians’ preferences for cutting and spending are asymmetric, in the sense that the policy areas,
which are assigned the least cuts when the grant is reduced, are rarely the ones which are assigned
extra money, when the grant is increased. Areas with well-organised interests and a target-group
which is perceived as deserving are granted more money, whereas policy areas where the target
group is perceived as less deserving receive the highest cuts. Ideology matters, as left-wing council-
lors prefer more vague categories when cutting and prioritise childcare and unemployment policies
when increasing spending. In contrast, right-wing councillors prefer to cut administration and in-

crease spending on roads.
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Introduction

Cutting and spending are two different worlds. How politicians approach the task of cutting is a
classical question in the retrenchment literature, and a question with an enduring societal relevance
in times of austerity (Korpi & Palme, 2003; Allan & Scruggs, 2004; EImelund-Praestekeer & Em-
menegger, 2012). However, the literature on cut-backs tends to follow economic fluctuations and
lose momentum in periods of growth, and an intellectual transformation is required in order not
merely to focus on strategies for mitigating decline, but rather to develop an understanding of the
role of environmental conditions — this being decline or growth — for organisational strategies (Bo-
zeman 2010). In line with this, and in order to be able to analyse and understand the political conse-
quences of recurring periods of austerity and growth, there is a need to focus on the asymmetric
logics of cutting and spending in policy making. The retrenchment literature contributes with im-
portant insights on the political strategies linked to austerity (Korpi & Palme, 2003; Allan &
Scruggs, 2004; Elmelund-Praestekeer & Emmenegger, 2012), while theories on the asymmetric dis-
tribution of interests in policy making explain how the distribution of costs and benefits influences
the allocation of resources (Olson 1973; Wilson 1980; Serritzlew 2005). However, the existence of
a negativity bias gives reason to believe that there is an asymmetry between cutting and spending.
When presented with a situation in which a person stands to either gain or lose something, the po-
tential costs are granted greater consideration than potential gains (Kahneman and Tversky 1979;
Heald and Hood 2014). In line with this, cutting and spending in policy making are likely to follow
different logics. The voters are likely to remember cuts more than spending, particularly so when
the cuts hit groups, that are portrayed more vividly and as more deserving of public spending.
Hence, the preferences stated will vary according to the budgetary tractability of the policy area and
the vividness and deservingness of the target group. The tractability of a budget depends on the or-

ganisational strength of user interests and employees, as these affects the political costs and benefits



of budget changes. If interest groups are strong the budget is less tractable, as politicians are facing
higher pressure for increased spending and for not cutting budgets (Wilson 1980; Serritzlew 2005).
The decision on spending and cutting may however also be affected by the deservingness of the
target group, ie. the extent to which the receivers are perceived as unlucky victims of external cir-
cumstances and thus deserving the service (Cox, 2001).

In times of retrenchment cuts are expected to be relatively small in policy areas with
low tractability and a target group perceived as highly deserving, whereas cuts are expected to be
relatively high in areas with high tractability and low deservingness. In times of economic growth
deservingness is a less important policy dimension and the policy areas most likely to attract addi-
tional spending will be the intractable areas, i.e. the areas with well organised interests and concen-
trated benefits. In other words, politicians will be more reluctant to cut groups that are seen as de-
serving than to grant them extra money. Thus, the areas that experience the least cuts in times of
retrenchment will not necessarily be those that are granted the most money in times of economic
growth.

It is difficult to investigate the asymmetries between cutting and spending, as periods
of austerity and periods of growth do not occur simultaneously. One way to solve this is to use an
experimental survey design, confronting councillors in a multi-purpose local government setting
with spending and cutting scenarios simultaneously. Such a survey experiment is the empirical
backbone of this article. The results show that cutting and spending follow different logics. Policy
areas with well-organised interests gain in a spending scenario, whereas areas with low deserving-
ness lose in a cutting scenario. Furthermore, the politicians try to avoid blame by making cuts in
vague categories. Ideology matters, as left-wing councillors prefer more vague categories when they

cut, while right-wing councillors prefer to make cuts to the administration. Across the left-right



scale, however, there is little difference between the core welfare areas when the economy is shrink-

ing.

Theory and the asymmetric expectations of spending and cutting

It is a fundamental proposition in political science that welfare state retrenchment is a distinct pro-
cess, which is unlikely to follow the same rules as welfare state expansion. Welfare state retrench-
ment requires elected officials to pursue unpopular policies for which they are likely to be evaluated
by organised interests and ultimately by the electorate. In contrast, the expansion of the welfare
state was the enactment of popular policies in an undeveloped interest-group environment. Hence,
retrenchment is more an exercise in blame avoidance than credit claiming (Pierson 1994, 143-144,
Nielsen and Bakgaard 2015). One way to avoid electoral punishment is to make it difficult for vot-
ers to blame the politicians responsible. Thus, those favouring cutbacks will attempt to lower the
visibility of cuts (ibid.) or increase the justification of the cuts made (Green-Pedersen 2002;
McGraw 1990). In line with this, cuts are more likely to be made where they are less visible or can
be justified. The retrenchment literature has devoted less attention to where new spending will be
placed empirically, but the logic of collective action applies to cutting as well as spending (Olson
1973). Concentrated interests are likely to be in a stronger political position than diffuse ones, and if
interests are concentrated it becomes more likely that individuals will find it worthwhile to engage
in collective action and group formation mobilising for increased funds as well as against budget
cuts (Olson 1973; Wilson 1980; Serritzlew 2005). Combining insights from the literature on re-
trenchment, political psychology and public budgeting, we argue that the distribution of cutting and
spending across policy areas depends on the vividness and deservingness of the policy area, on the
one hand, and on the budgetary tractability on the other. The overall argument is illustrated in Fig-

ure 1 and developed in the text below:



e In times of economic expansion, tractability is a dominant policy dimension; the lower the
tractability, the greater the likelihood of increased spending.
e In times of economic retrenchment, deservingness is a dominant policy dimension; the low-

er the deservingness, the greater the likelihood of cutting.

[Figure 1]

Vividness and deservingness

Blame avoidance occurs when politicians deliberately distort or hide their connections to unpopular
policies to avoid electoral punishment (Weaver 1986). While some such strategies concern the leg-
islative design via visibility, timing and division (Pierson 1994), there are also blame avoidance
strategies relating to how politicians present cuts to the public based on excuses and justifications
(McGraw 1990; Green-Pedersen 2002). At the core, these strategies are pursued because some cuts
are seen as more or less just than others. This raises the question about who the deserving groups
are (Oorschot 2000) and, following from this, which policy areas can be justified to cut and which
are seen as deserving when new money is being spent.

Judgements on deservingness occur in a social context that involves norms and beliefs
about rights and obligations and about behaviours as being acceptable or unacceptable, and there
are normative systems which emerge codified as law which define what people are entitled to
(Feather, 2006). Thus when we talk about deservingness, the question essentially is if people are
being seen as deserving benefits from the welfare state. When judging whether this is the case, im-
portant criteria are whether services are provided to ‘our kind of people’, or for ‘well behaving’
people (Deacon and Carr 2002). If welfare recipients are seen as able to work but not making

enough effort, they are perceived as undeserving, whereas if they are seen as the unlucky victims of



external circumstances, they are viewed as deserving and welfare is supported (Petersen et al.
2012). Following this, welfare services for children are likely to be perceived as more deserved than
such services for adults. Even if a constructivist perspective shows that the deservingness of the
target group is a social construction (Schneider and Ingram 2005, 19) and that unemployed persons
are increasingly seen as non-deserving (Cox 2001), empirical research also shows that common
understandings of deservingness are found across countries and social categories among Europeans
(Oorschot 2006) and across the Atlantic (Petersen et al. 2012). It is thus found that elderly people
are seen as most deserving, closely followed by the sick and disabled, while the unemployed are
seen as less deserving still and immigrants as least deserving (Oorschot 2006).

Insights from political psychology regarding the effect of vividness also contribute to
our understanding of deservingness, as they show that individuals pay disproportionate attention to
concrete and vividly displayed events (Lippmann 1922, Zillmann 1999). Thus, vividness attracts
and holds our attention and excites the imagination to the extent that it is: *“(a) emotionally interest-
ing, (b) concrete and imagery-provoking, and (c) proximate in a sensory, temporal or spatial man-
ner” (Nisbett and Ross 1980, 45). The importance of vivid descriptions has been shown in studies
comparing the framing effect of episodic and thematic frames. Episodic frames put a human face on
political issues and will therefore be more emotionally engaging than thematic frames that stress
general trends and statistics (Gross 2008). In line with this, Aarge (2011) finds that episodic frames
impact citizens’ perceptions of social policy stronger than thematic frames. These findings point to
the broader notion that more concrete and vivid information has a greater impact on attitudes and
behaviour than more abstract information (Pettus and Diener 1977). There is thus reason to expect
that it will be more difficult to cut services directed to concrete people than to abstract and faceless
categories such as administration and roads. This idea has also found support in studies of citizens’

responses to performance information. For instance, Olsen (2015) finds that citizens have a stronger



emotional response to a vivid, single-case description than to a statistic illustrating the exact same
problem. Here, we expect that vivid and deserving policy area labels can have a similar effect. Go-

ing forward we stress both concepts as our experiment does not allow us to separate them.

Tractability and organised interests

Public budgeting is a process of overwhelming complexity involving a variety of different actors
with different — and often clashing — motivations and goals (Wildavsky 2002, 12; Rubin 2010, 11).
Budget guardians and advocates within and around the political assembly play a mixed-motive
game in order to influence the size of the budget and its allocation for various purposes (Wildavsky
2002; Rubin 2010). In this intrinsically political game of allocating resources, the distribution of the
costs and benefits of the service as well as the organisational strength of user interests and employ-
ees have implications for the relative budgetary tractability of the policy areas (Wilson 1980; Ser-
ritzlew 2005). When costs are distributed and benefits concentrated, the budgetary tractability of the
policy area is low and client politics becomes a likely result (Wilson 1980). In this case, the users
have a strong incentive to organise and, hence, cuts are politically difficult to carry out and mobili-

sation for increasing appropriations will be likely in a spending scenario.

Parents to children in schools and childcare institutions constitute well-defined groups, which are
fairly easy to organise (Serritzlew 2005). While the elderly have traditionally been more difficult to
mobilise, this is changing as life expectancy is rising, the group is growing and generally enjoying
better health. Eldercare has thus become an area with medium to strong interests. The target groups
for public libraries and culture have different interests and tend to mobilise less, and the same is the
case for roads — at least where there is a high population density, there are not any target groups that

depend on spending on roads (Serritzlew 2005, 417). It is not just the target groups, however, but



also the organisation of producer groups that may affect the ability to manage budgets and keep
spending increases low in a policy area. Serritzlew (2005) argues that employees also have incen-
tives to advocate for supplementary appropriations. If wages make up a large part of total expendi-
tures, employees will be more directly affected if funds are running low. Here, teachers and child-
care personnel are well-organised, while employees in other policy areas are less organised. Thus,
schools and childcare are the less tractable policy areas together with eldercare. Roads and public
libraries are more tractable, as producer groups are weaker and the target groups more difficult to
organise (Serritzlew 2005).

Policy areas thus differ across two dimensions: The tractability of the policy area and
the deservingness of the target group, keeping in mind that tasks, tractability and deservingness vary
across time and country settings. The logic is illustrated in Figure 2 by a present classification of 10

core policy areas of the multi-purpose local governments of Denmark.

[Figure 2]

From a political point of view, budgetary decision making entails a negativity bias (Kahneman and
Tversky 1979; Heald and Hood 2014) in the sense that people are generally more conscious of lost
privileges than gained privileges, which leads to the proposition that politicians will be punished
harder for cutting than they will be rewarded for spending. When the electorate perceives cuts
stronger than spending increases, there is reason to try to hide cuts and assign them to vague catego-
ries. If politicians are vote-maximisers, there will accordingly be an asymmetry between how politi-
cians allocate resources in cutting and spending scenarios, depending on the number of potential
votes to lose or gain, respectively. Cutting and spending can be expected to be two different worlds.

Firstly, if budget cuts affect user groups that are seen as highly deserving, they will be difficult to



make and spending will be more rewarding. Second, if budget cuts only affect a small or weakly
organised user group, they will be easier to make and spending will be less rewarding in terms of
the political support from the electorate. But cuts will be difficult to make when user groups are
powerful and constitute a larger fraction of the population while spending in this case will be re-
warding, as it appeals to a large group of voters. In this situation, the policy areas have low tracta-
bility, as expenses are difficult to control (Serritzlew 2005). Policy areas with weakly organised
interests are less likely to be able to attract increased spending, but if their deservingness and vivid-
ness are high, politicians may avoid making cuts to the areas and instead prefer more vague areas

where blame avoidance strategies are likely to be more effective.

This leads to the following expectations:

Hi: In a spending scenario, tractability is the dominant dimension: policy areas with low tractability
will attract more spending, while this is less the case for areas with high deservingness combined
with high tractability.

H,: In a cutting scenario, deservingness is the dominant dimension: Policy areas with vague target
groups and low deservingness will receive cuts, while this is less the case for areas with low tracta-

bility as well as for areas with high deservingness.

In sum and applied to the specific policy areas in Figure 2, the policy areas in the upper left corner
are most likely to attract increased spending in times of economic expansion, whereas policy areas
in the lower right corner are most likely to be cut in times of retrenchment.

We will also investigate how ideology moderates how politicians go about spending
and cutting. The role of ideology is contested in the retrenchment literature. On one hand, emerging

studies suggest that governments are less constrained in pursuing their ideologies than originally



assumed in the retrenchment literature and that retrenchment often takes place under the lead of
right-wing governments (Korpi and Palme 1998; Allan and Scruggs 2004; EImelund-Prestekar and
Emmenegger 2013). On the other hand, there are also studies that demonstrate that social democrat-
ic governments have changed their positions on welfare state reform — particularly regarding which
groups are seen as deserving welfare state benefits (Cox 2001). Thus, it is still a central research
question how the politicians face the task of cutting and spending and how political ideology mat-

ters in this regard.

Context, method and data

The setting of local governments in Denmark is well-suited for studying budgetary behaviour
among politicians. The Danish public sector is among the most fiscally decentralized among the
OECD countries (Thiessen 2003), and the multipurpose local governments are responsible for pub-
lic schools, day care, elderly care, services for handicapped, drug abusers, and vulnerable children
and families. In addition to these tax-financed welfare services the municipalities are also responsi-
ble for utility services like water supply, electricity, sewage and garbage collection. These services
are however by law organised in municipal or inter-municipal companies, and the budgets are sepa-
rated from the tax-financed services and therefore the utility services are not on the political agenda
in budgetary negotiations in Danish municipalities. Current municipal expenditures totalled €57
billion in 2012 — almost half of the total public spending in Denmark, or 25 per cent of the gross
domestic product (GDP). The political authority in local government rests with the city council,
which consists of 9-31 councillors elected for a fixed four-year term. The standing committees have
decision-making responsibility, and councillors are assigned to the committees according to a prin-
ciple of proportionality. The mayor, who is elected by and among local councillors, is the head of

the council and automatically also head of the mandatory finance committee. The council is respon-
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sible for passing an annual budget for the coming fiscal year. In terms of the budgetary cycle, initial
budget talks are held in the council in spring before the actual negotiations are carried out in the
fall. The Danish constitution gives local governments the right to levy taxes, but a national tax stop
has been in effect since 2001. The choice of increasing local taxes is therefore not a viable option if
external shocks like economic downturn or grant reduction hit the local economy. The economic
context of the analysis is an era of financial crises and implementation of a national sanction regime
in 2011 on municipalities for overrunning the budgets (Foged 2015; Houlberg 2016). In the wake of
these changes in fiscal environment, spending has been reduced by nearly 5 per cent from 2009 to
2014 and over the board cuts made in almost all service areas. Accordingly the cutting scenario is
presently the empirically prevalent scenario and only a few municipalities are facing an overall
spending scenario. No natural experimental framework is present and in order to test the effects of
spending and cutting scenarios respectively a survey experiment was made. In general survey ex-
periments may suffer from low external validity as they trigger respondents to choice-making in
hypothetical experimental setups not necessarily corresponding to real world decision making (Ba-
rabas and Jerit 2010). In order to enhance external validity we designed the survey experiment to
resemble real life budgeting to the largest possible extent, namely by a change in block grants.
Grants are an important municipal revenue source and grant changes resemble real life budgeting of
local councillors in two ways. First, each year the decision part of the municipal budget procedures
awaits the July announcements of state grants for the individual municipality. Second, a major re-
form of the equalization scheme was implemented a year before the survey with the implication that
some municipalities lost grants whereas others gained. Accordingly a change in block grants is not a
hypothetical construct, but to a large extent resembles the conditions for local budgeting. The sur-

vey is described in further detail below.
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Sample

In the spring of 2013, all 2450 Danish councillors were emailed a survey including numerous ques-
tions about their views on being local councillors and local political matters. Of these, 1033 re-
sponded to the survey, an overall response rate of 42 per cent. The spending/cutting questions were
answered by 852 councillors, a response rate of 35 per cent for this particular question. The distri-
bution of the survey respondents does not differ systematically from all 2450 local councillors on
testable characteristics such as sex, party affiliation, size of municipality or regional location (see

Pedersen et al. 2013, 11).

Design

Towards the end of the survey, we embedded a set of between-subject experimental conditions tap-
ping the budgetary preferences of the councillors. Overall, the experiments investigates if politi-
cians in a ‘spending type’ frame exhibit preferences, which are different from politicians in a “cut-
ting type’ frame. The local councillors were randomly assigned to a budget task condition, caused
by either an increase or reduction in block grants from the state. First, the conditions varied the
budget task at hand (cutting or spending). Second, the spending increase scenarios and cutting sce-
narios also varied in terms of the amount by which the block grant was increased/reduced (five dif-
ferent amounts) and if the change was framed in terms of per cent or per capita amount. The per
cent levels varied in increments of two per cent, from 2 to 10 per cent, while the per capita amounts
varied from DKK 1000 to 5000 in increments of DKK 1000. The variations in the size of the grant
change intended to test whether preferences for cutting and spending depend on the degree to which
smaller cheese-slicing cuts (or incremental increases) are possible or more radical strategies will
have to be applied (Pollitt 2010; Heald and Hood 2014). In total, each councillor was assigned to

one of 20 conditions; that is, 2 (spending/reduction) x 2 (per cent/DKK) x 5 (levels of change). In
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the analysis, we rely on the randomisation of format (DKK/per cent) and the level of spend-
ing/cutting as a robustness check to evaluate the sensitivity of the results to important changes in the

scenarios. The wording for each treatment condition can be found in the Appendix.

Dependent variable

Following the scenarios, the local councillors were asked to allocate the spending in-
crease/reduction among ten major municipal policy areas. The ten policy areas were the ten areas
presented previously in Figure 2. For each policy area, the councillors were asked to provide a per-
centage amount of the spending increase/reduction which should be allocated to each area. The
councillors could provide any number for each item as long as the total distributed to all items to-
talled exactly 100 per cent. If the amount did not sum to 100, the respondent was informed about

how much the current total amount differed from 100.

Results and discussion

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations and median responses for the cutting and spending
frames, respectively. Generally speaking, administration stands out with higher average cuts and
lower average spending. The differences are less pronounced for the other categories. This becomes
particularly clear for the spending frame where the median spending preference is 10 per cent for
seven of ten areas. One possible interpretation of this is a notion of “fair share’, where there is a
convergence among most policy areas about how budget increases and decreases should be allocat-
ed (Wildavsky 1964, 17). Another point is the variation among the areas between the cutting and
spending frames. The plots highlight greater variation for the cutting frame than the spending frame.

[Table 1]
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Overall, councillors want to make the largest cuts to the administration (21.3%) and to allocate the
least new spending to this area (1.1%). In contrast, the policy areas of “vulnerable adults and disa-
bled” and “vulnerable children and youth’ are the ones that the councillors want to cut the least (on-
ly 4-5%). They want to allocate the greatest spending to schools (17.7%). While the average for the
policy area ‘Other’ is 13 per cent for cuts, only 5.5 per cent of new spending is used here. We take
this as evidence of a preference for unspecific and vague cuts, while new spending preferably
should be targeted and specific. These findings are in line with the notion that the vividness of a
spending item guards it against cuts, but does not increase spending compared with less vivid items.
Generally, we see more variation in the cutting scenario than for the spending scenario if we shy
away from the outlier categories. The “vulnerable’ areas see the lowest cuts, while the major ser-
vices areas ‘childcare’, “eldercare’ and “schools’ are in a middle category with around 7-8 per cent
cuts. The categories ‘roads’, ‘sports and culture’ and ‘unemployment services’ are in a group of

areas with relatively similar, high cutting averages ranging from 10-11 per cent.

[Figure 3]

The mean results for spending and cutting are shown in Figure 3. We expected cuts to be small and
spending to be high for schools, childcare and eldercare, because the tractability in these policy are-
as is low and deservingness relatively high (H;). Figure 3 shows that these three policy areas fall in
a group where the preferences for spending are among the highest and preferences for cutting rela-
tively low, but the results also show that cutting and spending are not perfectly correlated. Even if
the preferences for cutting are low in these areas, they are comparatively lower for policy areas with

vulnerable children and vulnerable adults. This is likely due to the high deservingness of ‘vulnera-
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ble’ children and adults; these labels evoke vivid images of categories of highly deserving welfare
recipients. We expected cuts as well as spending to be small for vulnerable children and adults (H,).
That which is particularly interesting about this group is the asymmetric distribution between cut-
ting and spending. Even if these areas are clearly those where politicians have the lowest prefer-
ences to cut, they do not stand out as the areas receiving the most spending. This might be due to
the politicians not wanting to cut areas that are perceived as very vivid and deserving, as doing so is
perceived to be ‘cruel’. Allocating spending is nevertheless a different story. The target groups in
these areas fall behind when it comes to advocating the need for more spending. We expected the
same pattern but with relatively stronger preferences for cuts to the unemployed and sports and cul-
ture (Hy). These are policy areas where tractability is high and deservingness relatively medium.
Figure 3 shows that these two areas are quite similar, and significant differences do not exist be-
tween the preferences for cutting and spending in any of these areas. We expected cuts as well as
spending to be low for administration and for roads, these being policy areas where tractability is
high and deservingness low (H;). This is confirmed for administration in particular, as the results

show that politicians are much more willing to cut administration than roads.

Robustness of spending and cutting results to different amounts and formats

In the results presented above we pooled responses across the different treatment groups which var-
ied the format of the spending/cutting (percentages vs. DKK) and the size of the forced spend-
ing/cutting (increments of two per cent from 2—-10 per cent or per capita DKK amounts varied from
DKK 1000-5000 in increments of DKK 1000). In Figures 4 and 5 below, we allow the mean spend-
ing and cutting to vary according to these different groups. Doing so will allow us to assess how

robust the main results are to the format and amount of spending and cutting.
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[Figure 4]

In Figure 4, the means are plotted for high and low amounts of cutting/spending. Low amounts are
defined as treatment scenarios, with a cutting/spending amount of 4 per cent and less or DKK 2000
and less. The figure shows very little variation in responses for high and low amounts. This high-
lights how our main results are very robust and hold for scenarios with both low and high amounts
of spending and cutting. For the case of per cent vs. DKK (money) format, we also see very little
variation in Figure 5. Our main results do not seem driven by the specific framing of the spend-
ing/cutting scenario. Overall, the main results seem very robust to important changes in the scenari-

0sS.

[Figure 5]

The role of ideology when politicians face the task of cutting or spending

Finally, Figure 6 reports on the results concerning ideology and spending/cutting preferences. The
coefficients can be compared directly, as they show the change in percentage points on cut-
ting/spending for a one unit change on the ideology scale (0 = most left-wing and 10 = most right-
wing). The 95 per cent confidence interval crossing ‘0’ indicates that there is no difference in
spending preference for different ideological positions. Coefficients and confidence intervals are
estimated with linear ordinary least square models which estimate spending and cutting preferences
in each area using the ideology variable and not controlling for other factors. Positive values indi-
cate that more right-wing councillors will spend/cut more on the area, while negative values indi-

cate that left-wing councillors will spend/cut more). The results show that ideological position,
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when measured on an 11-point scale, makes a difference to spending preferences, but that the dif-
ferences are quite small. Right-wing councillors allocate less spending to childcare (p < 0.01), ad-
ministration (p < 0.05), unemployment services (p < 0.05) and vulnerable adults (p < 0.01) while

allocating more spending on roads (p < 0.01).

[Figure 6]

There are also some ideological differences for cutting. The association between right-wing ideolo-
gy and a preference for making cuts to administration (p < 0.01) can be seen as a preference for less
‘state’ and bureaucracy. The general picture is that that right-wing ideology is not associated with
stating preferences for making cuts to welfare services. It should be noted, however, that there is no
possibility of stating preferences for tax cuts. If the right-wing councillors are given the choice be-
tween making cuts to the state and cutting away welfare services, they prefer to make cuts to the
state; they strongly prefer to make cuts to administration. And in line with their preferences for
spending right-wing councillors cut significantly less on roads (p < 0.01). The results also show that
left-wing councillors are more prone to use the vague category ‘other’ policy areas when facing the
task of cutting (p < 0.05).

In sum, the central finding is that policy areas in which councillors want to avoid mak-
ing cuts are not necessarily also the areas to which they want to allocate new spending. One expla-
nation for this may be the classical asymmetry whereby the cost of gaining a vote is three times
higher than that of losing a vote. Thus, votes may be lost by making cuts to the vulnerable groups
that have few voters but which mobilise sympathy against cuts, because they are seen as deserving

or vivid and because organised interests may articulate this, even if the voters in these groups are
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less resourceful. However, the potential for gaining votes is higher by allocating funding to policy
areas with a higher number of potential voters, and here schools top the voters’ agenda (Hjelmar
and Hansen, 2013).

One might question how an experiment like this can supplement insights gained in the
retrenchment literature. The retrenchment discussion addresses how politicians make cuts in real
life and the strategies they employ for making cuts less visible to the voters. Thus, the politicians try
to make budget cuts less visible in order to avoid being punished by the voters. However, the politi-
cians are asked to state their preferences for making cuts/or spending in an anonymous survey,
which is different from carrying out spending or cutting in real life. Potentially, it could be a “free
lunch’, because in contrast to real life the voters will never get the chance to hold the politicians
responsible. One might expect this to produce more radical answers. For instance, right wing politi-
cians could be expected to state preferences that are more in line with their original ideological
commitment to a minimal state when they do not have to fear being sanctioned by the voters. On
the other hand, the size of the block grants are changed on an annual basis, so it is very close to a
real life situation, and the councillors answering the survey question have often faced the same
question in real life situations. The survey was run in 2013 towards the end of a four-year election
period. In the Danish municipalities this has been a time of austerity, and the councillors have regu-
larly been forced to make cuts. On that background, even if it is a hypothetical question in the sur-
vey, it is a situation that has been a very real part of their work as politicians for the last four years.
Experimental designs have their major strength in the possibility to make causal claims, while ex-
ternal validity is the general weakness in this design. This being said, the experiment reported here

comes closer to a real life situation than most.

Conclusion
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The allocation of resources is possibly the most central task politicians have, as it is essentially de-
fining to politics understood as the question about who should get what, when and how (Laswell
1936). This article set out to tap into this question, using an experimental survey design to probe the
preferences of local councillors regarding cutting and spending. Thus, the central questions are
where do politicians prefer to make cuts, where do they prefer to spend, and how is this influenced
by political ideology?

The results support the expectation that the stated preferences depend on the tractabil-
ity of the policy area and the deservingness of the target group. In a spending scenario, low tracta-
bility and well-organised interests are important in order to attract new spending. Thus, schools,
childcare and eldercare are areas which receive the largest share of new spending.

In a cutting scenario, the results show that vague categories and groups with low de-
servingness will receive higher cuts, while this is less so for areas with low tractability and well-
organised interests as well as for areas with high vividness and deservingness. The experiment pro-
vided strong evidence of the proposition that vivid and deserving spending categories are cut less
often than vaguer and less vivid and deserving spending items. Councillors were more than twice as
likely to cut spending in the ‘other’ category than to allocate new spending. Vulnerable children and
youth and vulnerable adults are the policy areas that receive the least cuts, but they do not receive
the most spending. This is likely due to the high vividness of these policy areas and the relatively
weakly organised interests. Considering unemployment and sports/culture, there is little difference
between cutting and spending. These areas have a relatively lower vividness and low tractability.
Administration stands out as the area that receives the least funds and largest cuts. This is in line
with the expectation, as the vividness and deservingness are very low here.

We also expected that, due to the asymmetric distribution of interests and the negativi-

ty bias, cutting and spending are fundamentally different scenarios for a politician. Our key findings
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are in accordance with these expectations: First, for the case of the cutting scenario, councillors
preferred to avoid cuts in the more vividly described areas for vulnerable groups, while large cuts
where handed out to more vague categories of ‘administration” and “other’. In the spending scenar-
i0, ‘schools’ stood out as the policy area receiving most funds while the “administration” gained the
least. Second, there was generally more variation among the areas in the cutting frame than in the
spending frame. Third, another finding is that preferences for avoiding cuts are only partially re-
flected in preferences for new spending on the very same areas. This highlights how preferences
against cutting and preferences for new spending are to some extent separate worlds. We cannot
automatically expect that a policy area in which politicians seek to avoid having to make cuts is also
an area in which politicians will seek to increase the spending if possible.

In the retrenchment literature, the role of ideology is much discussed. The most cen-
tral question has been if right-wing governments are able to cut back welfare state services. Due to
data availability, we cannot analyse if right-wing councillors actually have a higher preference for
cutbacks. But we can analyse the role of ideology in relation to policy areas. The results showed
that left-wing ideology is positively correlated with the propensity to cut spending on the ‘other’
category; that is, that left-wing politicians seek more vague categories when making cuts. Ideology
makes very little difference to the core welfare services when cuts must be made. Here, the main
difference is that right-wing councillors indicate higher preferences for making cuts to administra-
tion. The survey did not make it possible to state preferences for lowering taxes, but the preference
for making cuts to administration can be seen as an indication of ideological preferences for cutting

back the state.

These findings point to an agenda for future research. Empirically, it is relevant to see if these

asymmetric distribution of preferences for cutting and spending can be seen is an asymmetric distri-
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bution in the cutting and spending across the welfare services, as this is essential to our understand-
ing of who gets what, when and how. In line with this, methodologically, an important next step is
to investigate the external validity of survey experiments in this field. Theoretically, a next step
would be to integrate the concepts of tractability and deservingness in a coherent theoretical frame-

work expanding on the compatibility of the approaches in terms of ontology and model of man.
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Appendix

Table Al. Municipal policy areas, tractability and the nature of the target group

Tractability Deserv-
Benefits Target ingness
Policy area concen- group easy | Wages’ Labour Overall
trated to organise | share of union Tractabil-
expendi- strong/unit | ity
tures 2014 | ed
Schools Yes Yes High: 72% | Yes Low High
Childcare Yes Yes High: 78% | Yes Low High
Eldercare Yes To some Medium: To some Low (me- | High
extent 65% extent dium)
Vulnerable children and youth Yes No Low: 40% | Tosome Medium High
extent
Vulnerable adults and disabled Yes No Low: 42% | To some Medium High
extent
Unemployment services Yes No Low: 38% | Tosome Medium Medium
extent
Sports and culture No No Low: 45% | To some High Medium
extent
Roads No No Low: 36% | No High Low
Administration No No High: 76% | To some High Low
extent

In Table Al, the classification of tractability for schools, childcare, eldercare, culture and roads is

made in accordance with Serritzlew (2005), but it has been updated with the wage shares of the pre-

sent budgets. The last four policy areas were not covered by Serritzlew, classified instead according

to the same logic; that is, a classification of the tractability based on the overall evaluation of the

concentration of benefits, the ease of organising the target group, the wage share and the strength of

the labour union within the policy area.

The classification of deservingness is based on Oorschot (2006), which ranks elder-

care and the disabled equally high in Denmark, while the unemployed have a medium rank. The

remaining policy areas are not part of his study, but children — and, hence, schools, childcare and

services for vulnerable children — are classified as highly deserving and vivid, while roads and par-

ticularly administration are seen as having a low vividness.
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Table A2. Outline of the Experiment. The Percentage variant’

A. Spending frame B. Cutting frame

The state block grants to municipalities are often changed.

A. Imagine that the block grant to your munici- | B. Imagine that the block grant to your munici-
pality is increased by an amount corresponding | pality is reduced by an amount corresponding to
to 2%/4%/6%/8%/10% of the municipality’s | 2%/4%/6%/8%/10% of the municipality’s reve-
revenue. nue.

If it were not impossible to change the tax, how would you then distribute the extra money between
the municipal expenditure areas?

Provide a percentage amount for each option so that the total is 100 per cent. If you do not think that
the expenditure for a given service should be increased, then provide a ‘0’ for that service.

Note: ¥ the experiment was also made in a version where the increase/reduction in grants was la-
belled by the exact amount in DKK (1000, 2000, 3000, 4000 or 5000 DKK per capita).
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Tables

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the two frames

Policy Area Cutting frame (%), n =399 Spending frame (%), n =
453
Mean Std. Median | Mean Std. Median
dev. dev.
Schools 7.2 8.0 5 17.7 12,5 20
Childcare 6.6 5.7 5 11.0 8.7 10
Eldercare 8.2 8.7 10 12.4 9.7 10
Vulnerable children and youth 4.3 5.3 1.5 12.3 8.9 10
Vulnerable adults and disabled 55 5.6 5 9.5 7.2 10
Unemployment services 114 9.9 10 11.0 10.0 10
Sports and culture 11.0 10.1 10 10.3 8.8 10
Roads 10.6 9.5 10 9.0 111 10
Administration 21.3 18.4 20 11 3.5 0
Other 13.0 24.8 0 5.5 13.0 0
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Figures

Figure 1. Overall theroretical argument
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Figure 2. Policy area, tractability and deservingness
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Figure 3. Mean spending

intervals)

Schools
Childcare
Eldercare

Vulnerable children and youth

Vulnerable adults and disabled

Unemployment services

Policy area

Sports and culture
Roads -
Administration —

Other -~

and cutting preferences across policy areas (with 95% confidence

—— ——
- —C—
—— —_——
o —C—
=>¢ - %= Cutting
i e —e— Spending
—)—
e
=T= ——
—— ——
I I I I I I I I I I I I 1
0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20% 22% 24%

Per cent spending/cutting

Figure 4. Mean spending and cutting preferences across policy areas for high and low amounts of

spending/cutting (with 95% confidence intervals)
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Figure 5. Mean spending and cutting preferences across policy areas and for spending/cutting

presented as percentages or DKK (with 95% confidence intervals)
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Figure 6. Correlation coefficients indicating ideological differences in spending and cutting prefer-

ences (with 95%-confidence intervals).
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Note: Positive values indicate that more right-wing councillors tend to favour cutting/spending on a particular item.

Negative values indicate that more left-wing councillors prefer cutting/spending on the area
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